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I am one of the 97 million people worldwide who volunteer to work for the Red Cross and have worked for 
three years now in the West Midlands regional office of the International Tracing and Message Service (ITMS). 
This is an appropriate time to outline the work and history of the Red Cross and its tracing service in particular 
because it is central to the tragedy confronting Japan at this time. If you go into the English language website of 
the Japanese Government dealing with the disaster (http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/incident/index.html) you 
will see that to trace missing persons, of whom there are still over 15,000 as I write this (late-March 2011), you 
are directed to a website set up by the Red Cross 
(http://www.familylinks.icrc.org/web/doc/siterflo.nsf/htmlall/familylinks-japon-eng). Here you can find 
alphabetical lists of those missing in the areas north-west of Tokyo and also the names of those who have been 
found. What is the Red Cross, what is its history and how did it come to play such a vital role in many major 
international incidents? And how does ITMS operate day by day around the world These are the questions I will 
tackle in this presentation. 
 
Origins of the Red Cross 
In 1859 Europe was at war. Piedmont, a kingdom in the North of what is now Italy, was trying to break free 
from the Austro-Hungarian Empire and was being helped by France. Three armies were on the march in 
northern Italy. They met in battle on 24th June at Solferino, just south of Lake Garda. It was one of the bloodiest 
battles fought in the Nineteenth century. Over 60,000 soldiers were involved and at the end of the battle many of 
them were left dead and dying on the battlefield. In total over 12,000 died, over 12,000 were wounded (many of 
these were bayoneted to death on the evening after the battle) and a further 10,000 were missing or captured.  
 
Into this carnage stumbled Henri Dunant, a businessman from Geneva. He had commercial interests in Northern 
Africa and was simply following the French Emperor, Napoleon III around Europe to try to get an audience 
with him. He was seeking permission to trade in parts of Africa that were controlled by France. He knew that 
Napoleon was in Piedmont and he followed him there. By a complete accident he found himself in the middle 
of this bloody battle. He was wearing a white suit, was obviously not a participant, and he watched in horror as 
the battle raged around him. At the end of the day he saw that no one was giving any help to the thousands of 
soldiers who lay dying in the field. He recruited a few local women, set up a field hospital in a nearby church 
and stayed for over a week trying to help as many as he could. Returning home in a state of shock he wrote a 
short book, A memoir of Solferino (published 1862). This is available in a Japanese translation and was one of 
the most important books written in the Nineteenth century. He described what he had seen and called for some 
kind of neutral international organisation to help those injured in battle. By the end of 1862 a group of his 
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friends had set up a committee (the forerunner of the International Committee of the Red Cross), had decided to 
use the flag of Switzerland as their symbol but to reverse the colours. At the same time the idea spread through 
Europe and over the following years several national Red Cross societies were set up. 
 
The early work of the Red Cross 
From the start the new organisation took on several tasks. First, it was decided to try to be available to help 
those involved in wars and to get permission to cross battle lines as neutral helpers. A conference was called in 
Geneva. Twelve nations attended and the first Geneva Convention was passed in 1864. This recognised the Red 
Cross and gave its members the right to cross battle lines. The second task began with something that Henri 
Dunant had done at Solferino. During the battle he came across a French soldier who lay dying, but fully 
conscious. Dunant gave him water while the soldier wrote a message of farewell to his family. He was the only 
child of a family from Lyon in France. Six months later, Dunant delivered the message to his parents. This was 
the start of the International Tracing and Message Service. In 1901 the first ever Nobel Prize was awarded. 
Although Dunant was by this time destitute and had been exiled from Geneva as a bankrupt it was awarded to 
him for his vision and foresight in setting up the Red Cross. 
 
The Geneva Conventions 
The Geneva Conventions are one of the most important things to have resulted from the work of the Red Cross. 
There have been four in total. A second convention (1906) extended the terms of the first convention to cover 
war at sea. A third convention was thought to be necessary after the First World War to cover the treatment of 
prisoners of war, forbidding torture or the inhumane treatment of prisoners. This was passed in 1929. This 
convention proved to be a source of major misunderstandings between Japan and the Western powers after the 
Second World War. Japan signed this convention but it was never ratified by the Japanese government. Those 
who had become prisoners of the Japanese in South East Asia claimed they were not always treated in 
accordance with the terms of the 1929 convention and this resulted in much prejudice against Japan in the years 
after the Second World War. A fourth convention (1949) dealt with the treatment of civilians in time of war. 
Since 1949 three protocols (two in 1977 and one in 2005) have extended the terms of the Geneva Conventions 
to cover victims of war. 
 
What makes the Geneva Conventions really important is that they are used to decide what constitutes a war 
crime. I have attended the trials of Slobodan Milosovich (Serbia) and Charles Taylor (Liberia: this is ongoing) at 
the International Criminal Court in the Hague. Both of these men appeared in court charged with war crimes. I 
have done this because I believe in the importance of this court. The public gallery is open to anyone and I 
would encourage anyone visiting Holland to spend a day visiting the court while it is in session, sitting listening 
to the arguments and seeing how it works. The court was set up in 2002 and so far has dealt with 21 cases. Now 
any politician (in any country in the world) who takes his or her country into an illegal war, or those members of 
armed forces who commit war crimes, can be brought to justice and go on trial in the Hague. 
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The development of the Red Cross 
Over time work of the Red Cross has grown beyond recognition. During the First World War (1914-1918) over 
1,200 Red Cross volunteers worked tirelessly to give help to those needing it. Some of these were nurses from 
Japan who came as volunteers. By 1918 the Red Cross had delivered over 20 million letters from prisoners to 
their families all round the world. At the end of the war 200,000 people were repatriated by the Red Cross and 
over 2 million prisoners put back in contact with their families. Also during the war the International Committee 
of the Red Cross discovered that chemical weapons such as mustard gas were being used and brought this to 
attention, playing a vital role in getting them banned. For this the Committee was in 1917 awarded the only 
Nobel Prize given during the war. 
 
During the Second World War the Red Cross faced massive challenges. Both Russia and Japan had not ratified 
the 1929 Geneva Convention and because of this it was difficult for the Red Cross to operate in these theatres of 
war. Even worse, the German Red Cross refused to cooperate fully with the international movement. It did not 
oppose the deportation of Jews to concentration camps for example. Nonetheless, it was possible for the Red 
Cross to deliver more than one million food parcels to the camps. But the real problems became apparent after 
the War, with Europe split into two parts, no movement of people being allowed between them, and many 
millions of people displaced. This gave a massive boost to the work of the tracing department and even now 
nearly 20% of the cases being handled in Britain refer back to the Second World War with thousands of families 
still not having been reunited fifty-five years later. I dealt with two such cases only last year. 
 
At this time the Red Cross delivers a range of services. They include, first, emergency response. Here in Japan, 
for example, there are at this time 230 Red Cross response teams at work in the stricken areas, involving over 
1,200 staff, many of them doctors and nurses and many of them from overseas. Meanwhile, worldwide, the Red 
Cross is appealing for funds to support this work. A second service is first aid. Public events such as concerts 
and sports meetings are often attended by Red Cross teams to help those with medical needs. A third service is 
preparation for disasters. Teams are constantly updating their skills to be ready to cover any unforeseen 
large-scale emergency. In Birmingham, where I live, the Red Cross maintains a fleet of ambulances to be ready 
for a disaster such as an air crash impacting on an urban population. The Red Cross also provides health care 
for the vulnerable. The old and the sick are given support as necessary to supplement what is available via the 
state. Another aspect of the work is the protection of people in conflict. The Red Cross seeks out the needs of 
those living, for example, in areas ravaged by civil war and seeks to provide succour. An important aspect of the 
work is refugee services. With the massive upturn in population movement there are in most big cities large 
populations of displaced persons, many incapable of supporting themselves. In Birmingham for example, there 
is a weekly destitution clinic for those with no resources at all, not even the money to feed themselves and their 
children. Help is given to those with language difficulties in such things as dealing with social services and 
filling in forms. Finally, and this is the service for which I have volunteered, the Red Cross continues to play a 
major role in tracing missing persons and delivering messages, the task it has been carrying out since 1859. 
 
Before I go on to say a little more about the tracing service, there are one or two details I should add about the 
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Red Cross itself. First, as it proliferated world-wide, it became obvious that in many countries the cross (a 
Christian symbol) was unacceptable to most of the population. Consequently, since 1876, the organisation is 
known in Muslim countries as the Red Crescent and has a different symbol. A few countries, such as Israel, 
have large populations hostile to both Christianity and to Islam and in consequence in 2005, a third symbol, the 
Red Crystal was introduced. As a result almost every country in the world now has an organisation affiliated to 
the International Federation of the Red Cross. The International President at this time is Japanese, Tadateru 
Konoe. Finally, it is important to spell out the seven underlying principles of the Red Cross which every 
volunteer has to learn before they can be accepted. The Red Cross is committed to the seven principles of 
humanity, impartiality, neutrality, independence, voluntary service, unity and universality. This means 
that as a Red Cross worker, I cannot make political or social judgements. I must treat all human being equally 
and, what someone like me finds difficult (but I adhere to it) I must not talk politics in the office. Against this 
background I will now go on to say a little more about my day by day work as a volunteer in the Tracing and 
Message Service. Incidentally, as I conclude this part of my presentation, it is worth adding that the demand 
being made of the Red Cross for tracing relatives in Japan right now is so heavy from within Japan that no 
enquiry that comes from outside the country is currently being pursued. These requests will be dealt with as 
soon as possible after the immediate families have been helped. 
 
Working in ITMS 
ITMS is a worldwide service and it is organised through an office in Geneva. Its function is to reunite or at least 
put into contact family members who have been separated by war, persecution or hardship such as famine. If a 
family has been split and lost contact because of a family dispute it is not given help by ITMS. The service 
works like this: imagine one of your friends goes to stay in a country in Africa to study or to work. Imagine 
there is a civil war in that country. She has been in regular contact with her family but suddenly stops 
communicating. The police refuse to act; they say she is not listed as a missing person in that country. They say 
she may have fled to a nearby country or might just have decided not to be in contact. The family can go to their 
nearest Red Cross office. There is an office in Osaka, maybe even closer to Nishinomiya. If the ITMS service 
there accepts the case (and it will if it fits the criteria), then the family write a short message on the official form. 
That goes to Tokyo. From there it goes to Geneva. Here a record is kept. From there it goes to the main office of 
the Red Cross in the country concerned. From there it goes to the regional office. In that office will be several 
ITMS volunteers. They discuss the case and decide who will be the investigator. The investigator then has to try 
to find the person, or find out where they are, using any clues they can establish. Enquiries must be discreet, so 
as not to raise any alarm or public interest. If they locate the person, then they will be approached and asked 
whether they want contact, and whether they want to know the contents of the message. If so, they are shown 
the message and are given the chance to reply. Often the message contains a phone number and if they wish, 
they will be encouraged and even helped to make a phone call to the family. If both the enquirer and the sought 
person are in the same country then a reunion will be arranged. From time to time we have cases like this in 
Birmingham and a reunion in the office is arranged. These are very moving, although I have not yet participated 
in one personally. Often relatives who thought each other dead are brought back together. 
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In Birmingham we deal with cases from all over the world, although I have not yet heard of a case involving 
Japan. Cases take time (the file is never closed until the family concerned agree it is time to close it). Obviously, 
we have two kinds of case: outgoing and incoming. Outgoing cases are relatively straightforward. There is a 
lengthy interview with the enquirer. It is important to take down as many exact clues as possible to help the 
searcher in the country concerned. Questions can be as simple as ‘Is there a river near your house?’ ‘What 
colour is the door to the compound?’ ‘Is there a railway nearby?’ ‘What distance?’ ‘What can you see from the 
house?’ Sometimes a website called Google Earth can help identify exactly where to look. When this 
information is collected and a message has been written, then the papers are sent to London and, so far as we are 
concerned, that is the last of it until we are told to call in the enquirer to get a response. But one problem we 
have is that many of our enquirers are asylum seekers or recently arrived refugees and these people are often 
forced to move residence very frequently. We do occasionally lose contact with an enquirer who fails to tell us 
they have moved address. Then if a response comes in we end up looking for the enquirer. This happens from 
time to time. 
 
In coming cases are far more difficult and, I think, far more interesting. Most cases come from Africa or Asia, a 
few are still to do with the Second World War. They are very varied. There is no typical example. But the sort of 
thing that might happen is this. I will go into the office. My boss will say ‘Roy, I have a case that is just up your 
street. The sort of problem you love.’ I always work with a partner, in pairs, on every case. We are not allowed 
to go on field visits alone for several good reasons. We might be told to look for the parent of a young lady from, 
for example, Cambodia, who has been trafficked into England to work as a prostitute. She has escaped from her 
captors somewhere in England, gone to the Red Cross and is seeking a parent she knows is in England but she 
does not know the address, only the city. So what we start with is a name, a gender, a rough age group. We now 
start thinking how to find the person we want. It is rather like being a detective and my skills as a historian are 
very useful. We might use phone directories in the local library or records of local taxpayers, or census returns. 
We might get in touch with the local community group for nationals from the country concerned. We might go 
to the priest or religious leaders of the likely religion. If the person we are seeking is likely to be Buddhist, we 
might go to Buddhist groups in Birmingham. Eventually we get a clue. Someone we talk to remembers the 
name. We get a bit closer. Now we go to local shops and ask questions. We might go to the local housing office 
to ask to see the records of names of local residents in a particular block of flats during the most recent few 
years. One case took us to the police station when we found out that the person we were looking for might have 
been in trouble with the law. All the time my work partner and I will be in touch by email or mobile phone 
discussing what to try next.  
 
All this is meant to get us closer to finding out a house or an apartment which we can visit, hoping to find the 
person we are looking for. Or it could be that we are given a telephone number which will allow us to make 
contact. In some cases we are given an address at the beginning and have merely to deliver a message. Even in 
these cases there is no guarantee that we will find the person we seek. We work steadily towards the moment we 
can knock on a door in the hope that we have found the right person. If we do, then we confirm the identity 
before we deliver the message. If no one is home we return at some other time, during the evening or during a 
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weekend. If a house is empty we can ask the neighbours but we have to be very discreet to make sure we do not 
breach confidentiality. 
 
Even when we do find the person we are looking for, the result is not always what we expect. If a family has 
been separated for some time and one of them believes the other to be dead, then it is quite possible that they 
have moved on in their lives and that we uncover a different kind of human tragedy. But, just occasionally, we 
get the result that makes all the effort worthwhile, even if a case has taken up several months of our time. For 
someone to be put back in touch with a wife or husband, or a brother or sister, or a parent that they might have 
thought was dead, or they thought they would never see again, is very special and we take great pleasure and 
gain great satisfaction and fulfilment from those moments. 
 
The work we do brings us face to face with the results of famine, war and disaster. You learn very quickly when 
you work in ITMS that those of us who have had relatively untroubled lives, who have followed our careers, 
raised children and for the most part enjoyed life are part of a very lucky few. For many of the world’s 
population the opposite is the case. War, famine and disaster have horrible consequences. One thing I have 
learned from my work with ITMS in the West Midlands of England is that the human spirit is amazing. I have 
seen and met people who have found the strength and courage to carry on, to pick themselves up and to try to 
make something of the rest of their lives in the most awful circumstances. Tragically, in Japan at this time, 
events have developed and are developing in such a way that many thousands of people are having to find some 
way of carrying on with life, of coping with shock, trauma, personal loss on a massive scale and an environment 
they no longer recognise, socially or physically. At a time like this it is important that someone is there to be a 
friend, to try to give hope and to help them find the strength to carry on. In a very small way, and on a very 
small scale, that is what we are trying to do for the people we work for in the Red Cross International Tracing 
and Message Service. 
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合計 12,000 人以上が死亡し，12,000 人以上が負傷し（彼ら
の多くは，戦いが終わった日の夕方に銃剣で殺害されまし
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はイギリス教育史学会（History of Education Society, UK）の
会長，学術誌『イギリス教育行政・教育史』（Journal of 
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今日に伝えている。（写真 1 及び 2） 
写真１ 「愛の手とこしえに」（熊本市） 
 













部生 12 名，助手 1 名，教員 4 名，合計 23 名であり，充実
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